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This M.A. thesis aims to offer a feminist reading of Edith Wharton’s The House 
of Mirth. Since its publication in 1905, the novel has drawn great concern from both 
critics and readers. The House of Mirth, the first important work in Wharton’s career, 
establishes many of her major themes and motifs. The novel reveals the subordinate 
status of women and their awakening sense of rebellion. Through a detailed analysis of 
the heroine of the novel, Lily Bart, and other female characters, this thesis argues that 
though she is no conscious feminist, Wharton has clearly conveyed in her work the 
problems faced by so many women at her time and their struggling efforts to assert 
freedom. 
This thesis is composed of four chapters. The first chapter examines Lily’s status 
as an object under male gaze in the patriarchal society. An analysis of her relationship 
with the male characters shows that the male characters in the novel can interpret Lily 
according to their own preferences and needs. Women, excluded from labor and left 
out of the social network of economic systems, become commodities that can be 
consumed. 
The second chapter studies Lily’s silenced status in the male-dominated society. 
Male dominance in language coerces women to the state of silence. Conforming to the 
male-dominated social linguistic pattern, Lily gives the priority of speech to the male 
characters consciously. In most cases, Lily has no control over the conversation, and 
she is even unable to utter her voice. Female discourse is thus coerced to silence. 
Moreover, she is talked about by men and becomes the victim of malicious gossip. 
The third chapter further explores Lily’s reaction to her status in the 
male-dominated society through an analysis of the strategy of female doubling. On the 
one hand, she wants to live as her rich female friends do, so she conforms to the norms 
and plays her role as the Other. While on the other hand, she rebels against the 
oppression and aspires for freedom from the restrictions. A close study of her 
ambivalent attitude toward her role in the society reveals Lily’s double selves. 
The fourth chapter extends the discussion to other female characters in the novel. 
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mean, they are, themselves, simultaneously victims and victimizers. For the poor 
working-class women out of “the house of mirth,” Wharton displays warm female 
kinship in their relationship with Lily, and what’s more important, Wharton offers hope 
in her depiction of these women’s lives.  
The concluding part of this thesis sums up Edith Wharton’s treatment of the 
female issues reflected in The House of Mirth, and points out the importance of this 
novel in Wharton’s whole writing career. For her sharp insight into her time, Wharton 
establishes herself as an important writer at the turn-of-the-century America.  
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Edith Wharton (1862-1937) was one of the most celebrated American writers at 
the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century. She is 
declared to be “one of the most intelligent American women who ever lived” (xii) by 
R. W. Lewis in his monumental Pulitzer Prize-winning biography, Edith Wharton: A 
Biography, which has been so far viewed as the most authoritative biography of Edith 
Wharton. Commenting on Wharton’s position in literary history, Lewis claims that 
“Edith Wharton was almost without peer in her American generation as a judge of 
achievement in fiction and poetry” (xiii).  
Edith Wharton is a versatile as well as a prolific writer. She published over forty 
books during her writing career, including some twenty novels, ten collections of short 
stories, books of verse, a pioneer work in interior design, several books of travel, an 
autobiography, and books on Italian villas, France, and fictional theory. It is by her 
fiction, however, that her importance as a writer must be judged. Among her novels, 
the best known ones are The House of Mirth, The Age of Innocence and Ethan Frome. 
And The Age of Innocence helped her to win the Pulitzer Prize in 1921, which was the 
first time for a woman to be given this award and honor. Wharton was excited about 
this award, which is claimed to be given annually “for the American novel which shall 
best present the wholesome atmosphere of American life and the highest standard of 
American manners and manhood” (qtd. in Lewis 433). Two years later, she was 
awarded an honorary degree from Yale University because Yale’s faculty recognized 
Wharton for “elevating ‘the level of American literature’” (qtd. in Colquitt 14) and 
they were proud to enroll her name among the daughters of Yale. “For nearly 
twenty-five years,” Professor William Lyon Phelps of Yale observes, 
     she has produced novels, some of the most notable being “The House of 
Mirth,” “Ethan Frome,” [and] “The Age of Innocence.” … She writes 
short stories and full-length works with equal skills…. She is a realist in 
the best sense of the word, revealing the inner nature of men and women 
without recourse to sensationalism and keeping ever within the boundaries 
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Wharton establishes herself as one of the most important writers at the turn of the 
century. She is labeled as “the key articulator of turn-of-the-century America” 
(Goodwyn 4) for her casting personal insight into the transitional world between the 
old and the new cultures. This sharp insight has much to do with her upbringing among 
the first New York families. 
Born into a wealthy and old New York family that could trace its ancestry back 
through English and Dutch patricians of New York, Edith enjoyed an affluent 
childhood with proper education for a girl at that time. In 1866, the family went to 
Europe. It is during their residence abroad that Edith absorbed the landscape, art, and 
architecture of France, Italy, Germany, and other European countries. The experience 
unquestionably shaped her broad outlook and laid foundation for her later writing. At 
the age of 23, in 1885, Edith married Edward Wharton (known as Teddy), her brother’s 
friend and thirteen years her senior. The marriage turned out to be deadly. Acutely 
depressed, Wharton began fiction writing on her doctor’s advice. But as she grew 
stronger, her husband grew severely depressed. Wharton put up with this situation 
because she had been reared in a society that did not tolerate divorce. Finally Edith 
Wharton sued for divorce in 1913.  
Wharton’s rebellion against her class’s and her family’s expectations reflected 
the historical moment she was living in. The turn of the century is a period of 
transition. On the one hand, for centuries, women have been expected to be the elegant 
hostesses in “the house of mirth” and been discouraged from artistic and intellectual 
endeavors. On the other hand, along with the development of society, women began to 
pay attention to their situation in the society, and Wharton belonged to this group just 
as Elizabeth Ammons has noticed: “Although highly conservative and elitist in many 
ways, she was nevertheless part of a new generation of women at the end of the 
nineteenth century who believed in their right to realize their own creativity and 
ambitions much as privileged men, at least in theory” (“Gender and Fiction” 276). 
Torn between the fixed role of a hostess in “the house of mirth” and her desired role of 
a professional writer, Edith Wharton was destined to become a struggling writer. 
In consequence, Edith Wharton became a rebel, even an outcast. She escaped 
from the society in which she had been bred, a society that defined her as a woman in 















Wharton conveys in her works her struggle for personal and professional 
self-definition in a male-dominated world. Just as Millicen Bell has observed, “though 
she was no conscious feminist, it was felt that she had expressed her own struggles in 
fiction that showed her clear understanding of what it had meant to her to be a woman” 
(13). So it is not surprising that she is viewed as “one of feminism’s foremothers” by 
women of a later time (Bell 13).  
A survey of Wharton’s works can tell us how she has conveyed in her works the 
problems faced by so many women at her time. I’d like to pick up two of her most 
famous works, The House of Mirth (hereby abbreviated as HM) and The Age of 
Innocence (hereby abbreviated as AI), to show a general image of women in her works.  
Published in 1905, The House of Mirth was Wharton’s first critically acclaimed 
novel. The novel tells the downfall story of a beautiful young woman, Lily Bart. Born 
into a world of wealth, Lily is taught by her mother to despise anything that is “dingy.” 
Financial ruin has brought about the death of both parents, which forces Lily to rely on 
the beneficence of her puritanical and eccentric aunt Mrs. Peniston and the social 
favors of wealthy female friends. She spends long periods of time visiting the great 
country and town houses of the rich and powerful, seeking the only security she can 
hope for: a wealthy marriage. At the beginning of the novel, twenty-nine-year-old Lily, 
with her radiant beauty and graceful skills, is famous for hunting for a rich husband. 
Throughout the novel, Lily does have many chances to marry rich, such as the case 
with Percy Gryce, George Dorset and Simon Rosedale. Except for the desire for 
material wealth, Lily still has spiritual pursuit. In her innermost heart, she despises the 
crude passion for money. She could not accept a marriage without love and trust. 
Selden appeals to Lily for his apparent moral sense and refinement, but fearing poverty, 
she rejects him and his proposed “republic of the spirit,” a lofty moral and 
metaphysical realm. Caught between her love of beauty and luxury and her moral 
fastidiousness, Lily goes down step by step in the cruel society and dies in her 
boarding house. 
We can see clearly that there are two selves of Lily, one of which is the 
traditional lady of upper class, while the other rebels against that role and pursues 
personal independence and freedom. If we say Wharton puts two selves together in 
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Innocence. The novel looks back to a time of apparent stability—a time in which the 
forms and conventions were understood, if sometimes repressive. The novel is 
typically read as a discussion of the conflict between the individual and society, and 
between the safety and order of old, familiar ways and the possible chaos and 
uncertainty of new ways. Thus the conflict is crystallized in Newland Archer’s choice 
between May and Ellen, who represent two different types of women to him.  
The Age of Innocence begins with the coming back of Ellen Olenska from 
Europe and the engagement announcement between May and Newland Archer. The 
tension of the novel arises from Newland’s love for May’s cousin, Ellen Olenska, who 
has recently arrived from Europe after fleeing an abusive and dissolute husband. More 
concerned for the family’s reputation than for Ellen’s welfare, Archer joins her 
aristocratic relatives in persuading Ellen not to seek a divorce lest she should bring 
scandal upon them all. During the process, Ellen and Newland are attracted to each 
other but they both suppress that kind of feeling. After the marriage to May, Newland 
finds he cannot bear the boring life with May so he plans to go to Europe with Ellen. 
At this time, Ellen is about to return to Europe, though not to her husband. On the eve 
of Ellen’s departure, May stages a farewell dinner, an event that underlines the finality 
of Ellen’s decision to leave. Her entire “tribe” of relatives and the luminaries of society 
who witness this solemn ceremony thus place an irrevocable seal on her plans. 
Ironically, most of them think that Ellen has been Archer’s mistress; but they do not 
admit their suspicions in anything they say or do. After the party, when Newland is 
going to tell May his plan to leave, May tells him that she is pregnant and she has 
already told Ellen the news. Newland realizes, at this moment, that his entire plan 
becomes impossible and what his life will be like for the rest of the years.  
May and Ellen represent different types of women to Newland. Even before 
becoming involved with Ellen, he is interested in “the case of the Countess Olenska” 
(AI 38) rather than in Ellen as an individual. Since he is unaware of the depth of May’s 
mind, Newland sees his fiancee and Ellen as contrasts, with May representing all that 
is safe, secure, and known in his society and Ellen all that is unknown and exotic in 
European society. May and Ellen can be read as the traditional light and dark heroines 
of literature, since Wharton portrays May as a wholesome blonde and Ellen as a 
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